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Transnational networks,  
transnational entrepreneurship  

and role of the state - Project objectives* 

1. Point out the need to study transnational forms of economic 
activities in Serbia;  

2. Identify transnational entrepreneurship in migrant returnees in 
Serbia;  

3. Determine macro, meso and micro factors affecting transnational 
business practices; 

4. Help our government to set up migration and development 
policies that are supportive for unleashing the economic 
potential of migration. 

 
* This study is a part of the project: Transnational networks, transnational 
entrepreneurship and role of the state, funded by Regional Research Promotion 
Programme in the Western Balkans (RRPP), which is coordinated and run by the University 
of Fribourg, Switzerland.  

 

 



Theoretical framework of transnational entrepreneurship (TE) 

• Terjesen and Elam’s work on TE (2009) through the lens of Bourdieu’s 
theory of practice (1977) and his three major concepts: 

 
– Habitus refers to habitual and transposable dispositions guiding our 

thoughts and actions, i.e. “worldviews” 
 
– Field refers to institutional structures in the macro environment 
 
– Capital  

• Although Bourdieu did not study migrants, the application of his theory provided 
definitions of various forms of capital – economic, social, cultural and symbolic)  

• For this research, we draw upon social capital referring to relationships and social 
networks that are one of the most important structures in which economic 
operations are embedded 

 



Methodology 

• July 2012-June 2013 
•  research employed a qualitative method, i.e. semi-structured, 

face-to-face interviews  
• web-based survey is conducted as a part of this research – 

with the focus at a meso level factors (snowball method) 
• transnational entrepreneurs migrants-returnees (TNE) 

defined as the citizens of Serbia who resided abroad for more 
than a year, then returned and established businesses in 
Serbia or extended business operations already run abroad; 
the success of their business depends on regular contacts 
with foreign countries 

• 15  TNE from Serbia interviewed (47 survey respondents);  
 

 



Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents 
• Sample: 15 Serbian return migrants who are transnational entrepreneurs 
• Educational level: 13 with university degrees (3 MA, 1 PhD); 2 with High school diploma  
• Gender: 13 men, 2 women 
• Age: 6 in their thirties, 5 in their forties; 2 in mid fifties, 2 over sixty 
• Marital status:  9 married with children, 2 divorced, 4 single 
• Citizenship: 7 entrepreneurs have dual citizenship, other Serbian only 
• Time of emigration:  Two left in 1977 and 1978,  two in 1981, one in 1988, two in 1991 

and three in 2000/2001, one in 2007, four are born abroad. 
• Destination country: USA - 7 respondents, Canada – 2,and by 1 respondent in Germany, 

UK, Hungary, Italy, Finland (MA studies). One lives in Slovenia but runs business in 
Serbia.  

• Town of origin : Belgrade – the capital of Serbia (9 respondents), local area town 
centres: Novi Sad, S.Mitrovica, Uzice, Kraljevo, Kragujevac, Valjevo  

• Time of return: 14 respondents returned after 2005, only one in 1997 
• Sector of activity – very heterogeneous (most of them in services) 

– 9 respondents have service companies: 3 trade companies (2 deal with petroleum products, 1 with household 
appliances), 4 in the IT sector, 1 financial consulting, 1 dental clinic 

– 4 respondents have production companies: small aircraft, foodstuff, energy, medical software, furniture and 
equipment 

– Small enterprises employing between 1 and 38 persons, mainly Serbians 



Macro-level analysis: Institutional infrastructure  

• Respondents emphasise: 
– great structural advantages in foreign countries when compared with the socio-economic 

conditions in Serbia 
–  the uncertainty and unpredictability of doing business in Serbia lie in the legal and regulatory 

fields 
– the state does not sufficiently stimulate entrepreneurship, especially small and medium-sized 

enterprises 
– International firms, in particular banks and insurance companies, do not contribute to 

stimulating business environment in Serbia 
• Our analysis shows: 

– that in both parts of the transnational space there are opportunities and obstacles for 
entrepreneurship 

– Serbia offers opportunities, especially related to competitiveness in quality and price 
– Compared to developed Western countries, to start and do business in Serbia requires less 

financial resources; there is educated and professional, but cheaper labour force in many 
areas compared to Western countries 

– TNE determined to move on: Insight and knowledge of language, custom, “ways of doing 
things” in their host society and Serbia. Having spent time “there” and “here”, they are well 
positioned to navigate both environments. 

 



Micro-level framework  

• Why they return?  
– Unable to obtain a legal status in the country of destination 
– Personal reasons  
– Work in a virtual space, so they opt for the country where they are 

surrounded by their family, relatives and close friends 
– Wish to try to develop or expand business in Serbia and the region, where 

labour is cheap 
– They usually return when they assess the circumstances in Serbia as 

favourable for their business 
– Some of them return primarily driven by the wish to demonstrate their 

success and contribute to the development of their region and their 
country in general 

 



Meso-level analysis: Social capital  
• We identified three different paths towards returnee entrepreneurship while detecting 

networks through which opportunities in transnational space are used and obstacles 
overcome: 
 
– 1st is that of migrants who studied abroad, developing their entrepreneurial spirit 

in the course of their education process; their networks with colleagues from 
university can expand into professional networks and make possible successful 
transnational business operations 

– 2nd  is developed by those who had completed university studies in Serbia, who had 
their jobs and decided to go abroad and get away from the difficult political and 
economic situation; they can start business abroad, through professional networks 
- either of foreigners or co-migrant networks 

– 3rd is developed by migrants who left the country because of poverty, in order to 
survive; two such persons have come all the way from poverty to becoming 
successful entrepreneurs; they develop a broad professional network and a 
network of friends in different sectors.  

 
  



Meso-level analysis: Social capital 
(Continued)  

• Types of networks identified through paths towards returnee 
entrepreneurship: 
– Networks arising from professional connections 

 
– Networks of clients and customers - respondents manage to overcome 

obstacles encountered due to the lack of mutual connections or the lack 
of connections with the government structures 
 

– Networks of innovation - that help them in the aspects of creation and 
exploitation of opportunities in different countries 
 

– Networks for recruiting workforce - the networks of our respondents in 
Serbia are mostly private and are used primarily to find a reliable and 
high-quality labour force 

 



Conclusion 
• There exist emerging trends of transnational entrepreneurial activities of Serbian 

emigrants who are doing business in/with their homelands while maintaining 
close partnerships with foreign countries 

• Returnees:  different experiences abroad – due to their different social, economic, 
and human capitals, as well as different socio-political structures from which they 
emigrated 

• “Opportunity” entrepreneurs possess high potential for business enlargement and 
can benefit to development of the country.  

• Future research:  to be focused on meso analytical level.  More particularly it 
needs to explore dynamics of social capital among transnational entrepreneurs.  

• Gender dimension of transnational entrepreneurship needs to be explored in 
future research as well 

 



Recommendations to Policy-Makers 

• Migrant returnees to Serbia can contribute to the development of various spheres 
of economy - they are a potential link between migration and development 

• Improve business climate and incentives for small and medium-size enterprises. 
They should cope with issues such as corruption, high taxes, unfair competition, 
high bank interest rates... 

• Need for a concerted and sustained effort to collect, collate and study data on 
migration structures and composition in its context to gradually build up sufficient 
understanding of the migratory processes and define new dynamics 

• An important element would be to research the engagement of migrants with 
development in the country of origin, the preferences of migrants in such 
engagements, the obstacles they perceive...  
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Jelena Predojević-Despić 
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